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Abstract 
One of the most active methods for getting to know the historical past of mankind is represented by the study based on 
the research of historical documents in original or copy, as copied or projected reproductions. Researching historical documents 
provides the possibility to get to know the historical past by the pupils’ direct activity of research, systematization, perception of 
some causes of historical events. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 The intelligent use of documents or relics of the past, in the process of understanding history, has a huge 
pedagogical value. Related to the learning theory through discovery, historical documents are seen here, not only 
and not first of all as simple illustrations of some more or less abstract exposures, but as true sources of new 
knowledge, as a starting point for a constant activity of searching and learning the historical truth through self 
power. From this point of view, they perform an important heuristic function for revealing the truth. 
 The direct contact with documents or historical relics, their careful investigation, helps pupils to reconstitute 
or recreate facts and important moments from the historical past, to observe in detail and analyze, to confront and 
express assumptions, to issue critical assessments and to infer some types of truth, to deeply understand the 
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historical fact and to bear in mind the most important data, to form an objective attitude and a modality of thinking 
historically. 
The thorough study of some matters while researching such testimonies gives a more active feature to learning 
history. The desire to learn is different now: pupils take part with interest and curiosity in studying documents and 
new knowledge appears as a result of a personal effort of search and discovery of the historical truth, and it is no 
longer only a simple registration of some data communicated by the teacher. 
 
2. The use of the investigation in learning and assessment 
 
The issue of research as searching the ways to solve some aspects through personal effort is related to several 
categories of methods, out of which we mention learning through discovery. M. Ionescu (2003) considers that 
learning through discovery is related to the pupil's position in the state of subject of the scientific knowledge. Pupils 
are in the situation of discovering the truth, reflecting the way of elaborating the knowledge through their own 
activity. The previously named author presents the stages which should be covered by an investigative approach and 
also the advantages of such an approach. 
The mentioned stages are: 
- confronting the problem situation; 
- achieving the act of discovery (searching data, structuring and interpreting data, using the operations of 
thinking and highlighting novelties); 
- formulating conclusions and generalizing them; 
- applying the newly discovered data in new situations. 
In terms of advantages, they are: the intensity of the intellectual activity, the durability of acquirements, the 
assimilation of methods, the learning progression, the transmission of information flows from the teacher to the 
pupil. 
The assessment guide for history (Doicescu, 2001: 69) includes the investigation among the complementary 
methods of assessment and considers that school curricula, by reference objectives, "develop the pupil's ability to 
investigate / research historical facts." The authors of the guide consider that the existence of this reference objective 
is beneficial, as the pupil will be helped: 
- to exercise techniques of intellectual work and the method of learning by discovery;  
- to interpret historical sources and to corroborate them;  
- to cultivate their interest in researching;  
- to learn the stages of projecting a historical investigation (Neacşu, Stoica, 1996: 66, 67): 
● specifying / identifying the variables / terms of reference;  
● controlling the variables - the theoretical knowledge the research underlies;  
● analyzing and interpreting the data provided by the historical source;  
● formulating hypotheses and conclusions and their argumentation;   
● pointing out the source of possible errors (example: the failure of communication, research, on the 
account of the lack of the edited or unedited material).  
- to be provided the material resources which are difficult to access (ie. historical sources of a large 
extention, maps, archaeological sources, information about the author within the narrative sources);  
- to carry out the activity during a class or during a succession of classes.  
The aforementioned paper also presents the assessment objectives, conceived on three levels of performance, 
as well as some recommendations about projecting and implementing an investigation: 
Assessment objectives  
Level 1:  
- rendering some data, facts, processes, explaining the causality for previously acquired knowledge;  
- using properly the specialized language and the techniques of intellectual work;  
- projecting graphically the previous knowledge (models, drawings, results of historical modeling, synoptic 
tables). 
Level 2:  
- choosing, ordering and processing independently the previous knowledge according to the historical logic 
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and to the structure of the proposed investigation;  
- reading correctly the historical source: understanding terms; identifying new information;  
- selecting information from the documented material and integrating it in the structure of the investigation;  
- rendering the complex historical relations which were previously acquired and integrating them in the 
investigation;  
- using the modality of a graphical representation of the data in new situations. 
Level 3  
- data processing – the analysis of the documentary material; formulating working hypotheses and 
conclusions;  
- interdisciplinary correlation: a) the identification of some data provided by the historical sources 
applicable to other sciences; b) the identification of some aspects of other sciences which support the historical 
investigation;  
- planning some investigations starting from evaluations / theoretical situations.  
Recommendations for projecting and implementing an investigation:  
1. attractive topics should be chosen;  
2. the effort of the pupils should be coordinated with a lot of patience;  
3. the approach of implementing an investigation should be encouraged. 
The capacity of investigation is formed and practised by guiding the pupil’s activity by the teacher and it is 
demonstrated by the independent work of the pupil.  
In school practice, the investigation is used most often in the case of the optional "Local History". A possible 
explanation is that textbooks do not contain yet so many historical sources that should allow the development of 
some investigations ( Căpiţă, 2005: 108). 
The investigation is successfully used in the context of non-formal education. Under the title "Learning by 
Research", the contest "Eustory", successfully held also in Romania, identifies the following aspects in the pupils’ 
papers: checking sources, developing a "line of argumentation" that may be in contradiction with the view proposed 
by the topic, the way pupils cope with contradictions, but also contemporary testimonies (Căpiţă, 2005: 109). 
The investigative approach depends very much on how questions are formulated, as they are meant to orient 
the discovery of the necessary information. 
For example, regarding an investigation on the impact of the Revolt of 1907 on the native village, pupils 
might consider the following questions:  
How many people in your community died in the revolt?  
What can you find out about these people using other sources of information?  
What do the data tell us? How can we interpret the data?  
What conclusions can be drawn? 
 
3. Observation 
  
As a method of education, observation is not a simple look at an object, phenomenon or process, it does not 
mean only to gather impressions, but it requires the careful and systematic pursuit of some facts in order to seize 
upon some relevant visible aspects. To observe is to perceive phenomena and objects under natural conditions, in 
order to discover their internal connections. Observation is a didactic method of research, of historical direct, 
immediate exploration of reality, which ensures through some multimodal perception (several senses) the 
knowledge and understanding, through inductive reasoning, of the facts, phenomena and historical processes.  
Within the lessons of history, observation can be spontaneous, unorganized by teachers, and systematic, 
organized. Systematic observation implies: a preparatory stage in which teachers state operational objectives, 
establish the aspect subject to observation, formulate the observation process on the basis of some questions. 
The didactic activity on the basis of the observation method involves: (Păun, 2001: 151)  
- the communication of the subject;  
- the communication of the operational objectives;  
- the communication of the observation period;  
- the communication of the used didactic materials.  
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Observation can be individual or in groups and it involves activities from the pupils, who have as results 
schemata, drawings, drafts, syntheses of the observations presented in verbal descriptions. Independent or group 
activities which aim at the observation of some objects, historical images, documents involve the interpretation, the 
analysis and the production of information in the group, or at the level of the entire class. 
Observation enriches the life experience of pupils and the teacher relies on it in order to form and  develop 
history notions. Children usually look at, see objects and phenomena, but they do not know how to seize upon what 
they have in common or what distinguishes them. Therefore, the important task of forming the pupils' skill and 
ability to observe belongs to the teacher. At school, pupils learn how to observe phenomena scientifically, to 
discover, led by the teacher, the connections underlying the formation of these phenomena.  
 
The purpose of observation must be established in accordance with the school curriculum, complying with 
the peculiarities of age. Good observation depends on how some concepts are explained to them and on how pupils 
are trained to observe objects and phenomena. Therefore, in the beginning, the teacher should use a few exercises of 
observation, such as:  
- notice this historical monument and formulate some characteristic elements;  
- notice these clay pots and place them in the respective age. 
Such observations are made both while organizing trips and in the cabinets of history.  
Through such a methodical procedure, the interest in the lessons increases, and pupils realize the value of the 
data collected by them.  
After completing the stages of the methodology of the guided independent observation, starting from the 
operational objectives, the interest and learning motivation underlie, there will be the stage of processing 
information, which requires to be analyzed, processed, interpreted and explained; then there is an elaboration of 
charts, schemata, drawings, tables, maps, photographs. 
 
4. The historical document in the act of knowledge  
 
Documents have the significance of testimonies of the past, of representations of some absent reality and 
almost all historical testimonies have some documentary nature. A historical document can be considered "... any 
source of information from which the historian can excerpt something to serve to the knowledge of the past of the 
humanity" (Josef, 1973: 105). According to the same historian, it is hard to say where the document begins or ends, 
as the concept in itself has a tendency to expand constantly, coming to include texts, monuments, relics, 
observations of all kinds.  
As a national and universal cultural heritage, history enters documents and artifacts such as (Cerghit, 2006: 
210): 
- some Latin words: carta, cellule, chirographum, codex, epistle, registrum, sigillum and so on, or Greek: 
letter, seal, command, charter and so on, or Slavonic: document, act, manuscript, certificate, uric and so on, which 
appear in the form of parchements, manuscripts, prints, and so on, original, carefully preserved in archives, libraries, 
museums, collections and so on;  
- some books, magazines, newspapers, leaflets, booklets, manifestoes, proclamations, declarations, treaties, 
speeches, maps, plans, photographs, drawings, paintings, posters, lithographs, book illustrations, vintage caricatures, 
series of postage and so on; 
- inscriptions on ceramics or stone, on wood or metal or on walls;  
- sculptures, sarcophagi, ceramics, pieces of minor art, numismatic pieces, tapestries and so on;  
- tools, machines, weapons, and so on;  
- objects, places, cities, fortresses, edifices, monuments and oral traditions in the environment, and so on.  
By their authenticity, these sources of very diverse nature, which represent clear evidence, which attest some 
facts and historical events in a given epoch, are endowed with an extraordinarily powerful force of persuasion. 
It is true that valuable documents are often little accessible to pupils in a direct way, but the school has at its 
disposal an extremely large variety of precise replicas, starting from the illustrations in textbooks and ending with 
materials which can be projected (slides, filmstrips and historical documentary films, video tapes, and so on).  
Some living teaching of history requires evoking the epoch and facts,  the participation of the mass and 
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heroes (characters) who created the history of those times. By analogy, we could say that teaching history without 
documents is synonymous with teaching physics and chemistry without experiments or mathematics without 
demonstrating theorems. 
 
5. Conditions for studying historical documents 
 
These conditions referring to the sources of history through the direct and concrete observation of various 
documents, or indirect, mediated by their reproductions, require special care for their selection and for the 
establishment of a body of documents (some documentary material) easy to use within the lessons. They are 
carefully collected by the teacher, helped, of course, by his pupils, as much as possible. Each document will have its 
own slip, with the most significant data which will be valued at a given moment. (For example, the name of the 
document, the age it belongs to, the place where it was found - when it was found and by whom - important 
historical features, possibly for what lessons they can be used and so on) Such a file of documents ought to exist in 
each cabinet of history, always enriched and updated, obviously, with the help of pupils, with slips about newly 
identified documents or from the school collection. 
As far as the pedagogical approach itself is concerned, it includes a few moments that need to be complied 
with. 
First, it is necessary that the objectives which are aimed at by searching the given documents should be stated 
clearly. Then, some first free observation of the document should be ensured, without giving preliminary indications 
to pupils, allowing them freely to seize upon some details, to formulate their own impressions, their personal 
remarks. The teacher will limit, therefore, his interventions, only to those asking for expressions, encouraging them 
and giving them confidence in their abilities to seize upon the useful data. But it remains at the level of a moment of 
brief and concise intuition. Next, the teacher will get the pupils into a serious exercise of analytical and active 
"reading" of the given document, he will guide, discreetly, their searches, asking them particularly, questions of 
discovery, such as why?, what for?, how?, what does it mean? and so on, and he will determine them to describe 
what they observe. Acting like this, superficiality is prevented, pupils will not be allowed to float vaguely, to stop 
over secondary, insignificant elements. When pupils have already acquired the method of "reading the document", 
its observation can develop freely, on the basis of a series of written questions (self-suggested by the pupils 
themselves), contained in an observation slip. 
A working slip or an observation one comprises questions or formulations under which pupils will write their 
own observations. The respective slip can ask them: to find out the necessary information; to draft or draw the 
relevant objects for the study they perform; to assess the written information and to formulate their own conclusions.  
For example, a slip may include notes about tools or weapons used by people in a certain age (of stone, bronze, 
medieval and so on). Others may refer to objects found by archaeologists in an ancient settlement, Dacian or Roman 
and so on. Other slips can render drawings of some household tools, since the ... age, and there will also be some 
notes on their name, usage, the material they are made of, the names of the compound parts, the place where they 
were found, their discovery date, and so on. 
It is supposed that compiling such slips, pupils themselves undertake exploration and discovery, explanation 
and illustration, clarify their point of view, highlighting to what extent they achieved the observation and understood 
the given subject (Alan, 1971: 47).  
And of course, the data which were learnt, the conclusions which were reached and the reactions of pupils, 
are to be developed in the overall contents of the lesson. 
One and the same document may be subject simultaneously either to collective observation (for the whole 
class) or to individual observation or to team observation. In case some individual research or in teams of the given 
document is organized, then, in the context of some general and common objectives, the subjects will be suggested 
different objectives, different angles of observation.  
Subsequently, by comparing the slips and after some common talk, a synthesis of the learnt data is to be 
achieved. It is important to insist only on those elements that can be understood and used by pupils. 
More particular conditions involve the study of some fragments from original texts. Their reading asks from 
pupils some critical interpretation, to comment and paraphrase texts; explanations about some of the information 
contained here, to define new terms; to highlight some words, phrases and sentences which may cast light on facts, 
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circumstances, causes and so on, which is a prerequisite to achieve some good understanding of the respective text.  
Before starting to use the text-document (or the literary source) it is necessary to ensure its inclusion in the 
age, to establish, if possible, the date when it was issued, the author (the person or the institution), in order to assess 
the degree of truthfulness of the given text (Lenzi, 1971: 88). 
It is obvious that certain limitations of this method cannot be overlooked. In general, the observation of a 
historical document takes a long time, a slower pace of study, which causes that studying documents can not become 
a permanent way of working, but a procedure used only for some lessons and for certain sequences of a lesson. 
There is, also, the risk that the insistance on some details will lead to some fragmented understanding, jeopardize an 
integral overview, on the historical fact in the study. These limits related to the method, are completed with those of 
the pupils themselves, whose observation and attention skills are also limited, especially in the case of pupils from 
primary school.  
As we have already stated, the recurrence to studying documents does not completely cover all the 
possibilities of learning history through research, through discovery. The aforementioned procedures can be 
associated with other methods of using elements of local history, in teaching the history of our homeland, such as, 
for example, collecting some data on the oral traditions relating to characters and places (monuments, historical 
ruins, fountains built by historical personalities, concrete or wood crucifixes, and so on), conducting surveys by 
questioning citizens, re-enactments with the help of drawings, studies on the field, archaeological sites, visits of 
some abandoned buildings, monuments, memorial houses, the elaboration of monographs, comparative studies and 
so on. 
Of course, the analysis of the elements of local history, so richly spread throughout the homeland, must 
always be reported to the history of our people, integrated into the overall vision on the national history. 
 
6. The demonstration 
 
In teaching history, the demonstration is a method of exploration and systematic and organized, indirect 
knowledge, by which the teacher proves a fact, a phenomenon or process on the basis of some specific, intuitive 
material, or after some examples, logical arguments and practical actions that favor knowledge. To demonstrate 
supposes (Jinga, 2006: 270): 
- to show pupils real objects and phenomena or their substitutes, for knowing and explaining  historical 
reality;  
- to cause some active, sensory, intuitive perception;  
- to provide experiences and arguments for the knowledge of events, notions, historical concepts. 
 The method of demonstration in teaching-learning history takes various forms, depending on the means of 
education specific to history, namely: the demonstration with the help of some objects and real historical traces; the 
demonstration using historical documents and so on. 
The demonstration with the help of some objects and real historical traces is used whenever the teacher has objects 
and archaeological, ethnographic and numismatic traces, relevant for understanding the studied historical process. 
The teacher has to use and get these items in good time, considering they usually are not to be found in the school. 
Therefore, the best solution to carry out this type of lessons which use the method of demonstration is represented 
by visiting museums or archaeological sites. The demonstration with these objects and historical traces contributes 
to the formation of representations and concepts of history and gives strength and durability to the acquired 
knowledge (Felezeu, 2004: 176).  
The demonstration using historical documents (diplomas, reviews, charters, letters, and so on.) - has a great 
formative value in history. The use of such written documents allows pupils to understand better the studied event, 
to rediscover the past and to learn history by discovery. Also, the contact of pupils with the written document 
increases their confidence in the veracity of the presented issues, develops their scientific curiosity and their love for 
the study of history. 
Such documents can be observed, studied by pupils, both at the History Museum and at the State Archives. A 
document which can demonstrate to pupils the significance of the tribute paid by Moldavia during Petru Aron and 
namely – the payment of an amount of money to maintain peace is the letter of Sultan Mehmed II dated October 5th 
1455, confirming peace to the ruler of Moldavia in return for the payment of the yearly tribute: “... So, if you send 
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the tribute, 2000 golden ducats, to myself, the sovereign, every year, then there will be peace. And for this, we 
appoint a term over three months. If it arrives then, peace will be concluded with myself, the sovereign. But if it 
does not come, it is you who know this. And God should make you happy”. This document can be used either 
during the introduction of the lesson “Moldavia under Stefan the Great” or when talking about the Ottoman 
domination in the sixteenth century.  
 
 
7. Conclusions  
 
Researching historical documents provides the possibility to get to know the historical past by the pupils’ 
direct activity of research, systematization, perception of some causes of historical events. 
Studying documents makes the student follow in a certain way, the steps taken by the researcher  and thus, 
come not only to some authentic knowledge, full of meanings and significances, but also understand how the 
historian works, how this one gets to objectivity, through analogy and comparison. 
Learning by researching historical documents and relics is a modality of working, by which pupils are placed 
in the situation of discovering the truth by reconstructing the way of elaborating knowledge through their own 
activity. In contrast to other methods, within learning by discovery not only the product of knowledge is presented, 
but especially the ways by which this product is reached, as well as the methods and techniques of investigation and 
knowledge of the science data. This method is particularly important as pupils are placed in the situation of 
analyzing documents of formulating some conclusions about facts, events and historical processes unknown by 
them.  
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